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ABSTRACT
THE RELATIONSHIP OF FAMILY ENVIRONMENT
TO WRITING ANXIETY IN COLLEGE STUDENTS
MAY 1992
DEBORAH BERKMAN, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF IOWA
M.A.T., UNIVERSITY OF IOWA
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by: Professor Howard Gadlin
This study investigated the relationship of family
factors to writing anxiety in college students. Starting
from the premise that context should be considered in
exploring causes of writing apprehension, this study
questioned whether correlations could be made between
aspects of family environment and the presence of writing
anxiety.
Participants in this study were drawn from a pool of
undergraduates at the University of Massachusetts at
Amherst. The initial sample included 298 students (244
females and 54 males) and ranged in age from 18 to 40.
The initial sample of 298 were given two measures: the
Daly-Miller Writing Apprehension Test (WAT) (1975) and the
Rudolf Moos Family Environment Survey (FES) (1975). Given
the results of the WAT, students were divided into four
groups: 1) women with high writing anxiety (n = 20)
;
2) women with low writing anxiety (n = 20); 3) men with high
vi
writing anxiety (n = 12); and 4) men with low writing
anxiety (n = 12). These groups were matched for verbal SAT
scores.
A correlation matrix was constructed using writing
anxiety, verbal SAT scores, and the ten subscales of the
FES. Factor analysis and stepwise multiple regression were
performed. In addition, structured interviews were
conducted with four participants.
Results of factor analysis yielded three factors
labelled as follows: 1) Family Solidarity, which included
the variables active-recreational orientation, intellectual-
cultural orientation and cohesion; 2) Tolerance of
Difference, which included the variables control,
independence and expressiveness ; and 3 ) Organization
.
Through multiple regression it was found that SAT plus three
family factors accounted for 16% of variance in the writing
apprehension scores . Qualitative findings from the
interviews supported the empirical results pointing to the
conclusion that the combination of cohesion and allowance
for differentiation was an optimum environment for low
writing anxiety. Results also supported the importance of
combining qualitative and quantitative methods, as
information from the interviews amplified empirical findings
and helped to define the relationship between cohesion and
allowance for differentiation.
Directions for future research include more specific
exploration of the relationship between allowance for
differentiation and writing anxiety. in addition, the
finding that context is a factor in writing anxiety
indicates the importance of investigating correlations with
other contexts as well, such as teaching styles and
curricula.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Importance of the Problem
The ability to write is a crucial factor for a
student's success in college. Not only quantifiable
criteria such as grades, but adjustment factors such as
level of self-esteem are dependent on a student's ability to
express herself. Yet this capability is not necessarily a
function only of skill and preparedness; neither is it
dependent only on the mastering of skills. Other factors
can interfere with a student's ability to write,
irrespective of potential and capability. One of these
factors is writing anxiety.
The Writing Center at Hampshire College, of which I am
the director, serves students at every academic and ability
level. This wide range of client population is reflective
of the fact that problems with writing cross lines of age,
skill, preparedness, gender, race, ethnicity and culture.
It reflects other aspects of the writing process as well:
that writing is a psychological as well as an intellectual
task; that writing problems are often symptomatic of other
difficulties and/or developmental issues in the lives of
students; and that these difficulties frequently manifest
themselves in the form of anxiety about writing.
2Writing anxiety has been defined as "a general
avoidance of writing and situations perceived by the
individual potentially to require some writing accompanied
by the potential for evaluation of that writing" (Daly,
1976)
.
Underscoring the discrepancy between capability and
performance which frequently characterizes writing anxiety,
Bloom describes it as, "a label for one or a combination of
feelings, beliefs or behaviors that interfere with a
person's ability to start, work on or finish a given writing
task that he or she is intellectually capable of doing"
(Bloom, 1985)
.
It is this discrepancy between capability
and performance which points to the psychological etiology
of writing anxiety.
Certainly psychological factors are not the only cause
of writing apprehension. And ample work has been done in
the areas of finding correlates along the lines of verbal
skill levels, gender, preparedness, cognitive factors, etc.
Little attention has been paid, however, to understanding
the psychological underpinnings of the problem. In spite of
its complexity, writing anxiety is often perceived as a
problem of the moment. It is frequently confused with
writing block^ and treated as though it were simply a matter
iln this exam I am referring to writing anxiety as
distinct from writing block. As Mike Rose points out
(1980)
,
writing anxiety and blocking "are not synonymous,
not necessarily co-existent, and not necessarily causally
linked." I, therefore, do not in this paper discuss
research dealing with writer's block. I do, however, make
an implicity assumption that, while anxiety is not
3of changed writing strategy. in addition, students
suffering from writing anxiety are commonly treated as a
homogeneous group. These tacit assumptions overlook crucial
elements of writing anxiety. They also obscure the very
real toll which this condition may cost the student. Given
the primacy of writing tasks to learning and success in
college, writing anxiety can lead to loss of self-esteem and
other associated emotional and adjustment problems. In some
cases the anxiety can be so extreme that the student is
paralyzed to complete work, leading not only to a resultant
sense of failure, but to dropping out of school.
Students who present with extreme writing anxiety often
also describe feeling depressed. They suffer from varying
degrees of eroding confidence in their ability and their
motivation to engage in college work. This undermines both
their self-esteem and their sense of identity, as being a
student is often a crucial element of that self-definition.
They frequently describe a diminishment of pleasure in
activities and relationships, because when they are engaged
in other pursuits they feel they should be trying to write.
As the task of writing is so aversive, and the emotions
associated with it painful, they chronically procrastinate,
necessarily accompanied by blocking, the anxiety engendered
by contemplation of and/or engagement in the task of
academic writing, usually makes it more difficult to write,
and make more prevalent the avoidance behaviors associated
with blocking. It is also true that writing anxiety itself
is sometimes caused by blocking.
4further diminishing their chances for success, when
teachers criticize their work, or lack of it, they
internalize the criticism as verification of their fear that
they cannot do the work, that they have nothing worth
saying.
This is only one scenario, but it is a common one.
Sometimes too is the opposite. That is, that the person
feels she has much to say, but it will not come out "right"
— that she will not be understood. To avoid this
eventuality she does not write at all, choosing silence over
challenge or disappointment. Related to this is the
perfectionistic student, who is filled with anxiety because
she wants to produce the "perfect" paper. Not to write at
all is to preserve the possibility that she could have if
she had tried.
These characterizations are not meant to be exhaustive.
They are meant to provide the context that the problem of
writing anxiety has ramifications for the student beyond
academic success or failure, and that it is often
intricately bound up with the student's psychological
adjustment. It is the goal of this study to extend
description to cause — to illustrate that not only is the
problem complicated in its manifestation, but also in its
etiology
.
In looking at the psychological etiology of writing
anxiety, one needs to investigate not only factors of
5individual psychodynamics, but contextual factors as well.
The few studies investigating psychological correlates have
been either case histories or observational studies of the
writing process. Only one study has looked at the context
of its subjects. Bloom (1985) describes the life situations
of the two graduate students she follows through the course
of their struggle to successfully complete dissertations.
Failure to pay attention to context leaves out the very real
possibility that writing anxiety is a problem arising from
the dynamics of a certain system, as much as it is a problem
arising from individual psychodynamics. This formulation
may have particular relevance in the case of college
students. Conflict around academic achievement, of which
writing anxiety may be seen as an expression, occurs
simultaneously for many college students with leaving home.
The potential stress associated with this separation
underscores the possibility that writing apprehension may
have causes and correlates in the nature of the student's
family of origin. As the student is physically distant from
home, family issues of autonomy, conflict, control,
achievement orientation, etc, may come into conscious or
unconscious prominence, and may be accompanied by work -
related disturbances, such as writing anxiety. Similarly,
certain characteristics of the family environment may be
associated with high writing anxiety.
6Thus, this study will investigate the psychological
underpinnings of writing anxiety through looking at the
context of the student's family environment. It will
investigate the possibility that there are certain common
aspects of the family environment for the students who
suffer from high writing anxiety. Such similarities would
shed light on the psychological and environmental factors
which lead to writing anxiety, and would thereby give
college counselors added understanding to help students to
deal with this common yet incompletely understood problem.
In addition, to extend causes of writing anxiety beyond
concerns of skills, preparedness, etc, may aid teachers in
understanding that the problem is not necessarily one which
may be "fixed" through added, or different, instruction, nor
is it one which can be addressed in the same way for every
student. By the same token, the understanding of the
complex nature of writing apprehension may lead to the
creation of broadened curricula, which take into account
that writing can be problematic for different people for
very different reasons, and that in encouraging our students
to write and overcome reluctance toward expression, we must
also take into account the complex factors which sometimes
combine to inhibit that expression.
7Overview of Chapters
This study will ask the questions: Are there aspects
of family environment which can be correlated with writing
anxiety? What conditions of family environment are
associated with relative high and low levels of writing
apprehension?
Chapter 2 will provide an overview of much of the
literature and research on writing anxiety. It also will
cover research on related topics, such as the correlation or
lack thereof between writing apprehension and constructs
such as trait and state anxiety, and communication anxiety.
In addition it will review some other studies which use the
Family Environment Scale, one of the measures employed in
the current research.
Chapter 3 will describe this study as to methods,
instruments, participants and data analysis. Chapter 4 will
report the results of this study. Chapter 5 will include a
more in-depth discussion of the results and will present the
practical implications of this study, as well as discuss
some possibilities for future research.
CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE SEARCH ON WRITING ANXIETY
Relationship of Writing Anxiety to the State of Anxiet.y
The definitions of writing anxiety presuppose an
understanding of the concept of anxiety. it may be useful
here though to briefly define anxiety, so that we may better
see how it is applied in the current context. Freud (1926)
described anxiety as "the sensation of unpleasure." This
sensation is accompanied by "painful feelings of uncertainty
and helplessness" (May, 1950)
.
Anxiety has physiological, cognitive and behavioral
concomitants. Physiologically, anxiety is a state of
extreme arousal, including increased adrenaline levels,
rapid nerual firing, increased heart rate and greater muscle
tension (Izard, 1977) . In small amounts these changes can
aid a person's functioning, but beyond a certain point they
become disruptive (Hunt, 1965) . Among the cognitive effects
of anxiety are "diffused and disintegrated" attention. The
capacity simultaneously to think about and juggle
information is compromised, owing to a reduction in the
capacity of the short-term memory (Izard, 1977)
.
Behaviorally
,
anxiety is associated with avoidance and/or
with "coping" mechanisms that people employ to reduce their
anxiety to acceptable levels (Lazarus and Averill, 1972)
.
9At the same time anxiety may act as a "motivating device"
(Cattell, 1972)
.
In speaking of writing anxiety, it is particularly
important to distinguish whether we are speaking of general
anxiety, or whether we are referring to anxiety engendered
more specifically by particular contexts involving writing.
In the former we are referring to a "trait", i.e., a
characteristic of a person across situations. In the latter
we are referring to a "state", by which we mean that the
anxiety is engendered by the specific contemplation of, or
attempt to engage in, writing. It is a premise of this
study that general anxiety and writing anxiety are not
necessarily related. That is, a person may not possess the
trait of anxiety but may suffer from the state of writing
anxiety. This question was tested by Miller and Daly
(1975). They correlated the Daly-Miller Writing
Apprehension Scale to Spielberger ' s trait anxiety measure
(Spielberger
,
Gorsuch, and Lushene, 1970) , and found a non-
significant correlation. It should be noted, however, that
the question remains an ambiguous one, as Thompson (1981)
found positive and significant correlations between writing
anxiety and general anxiety.
10
Relationship of Writing Anxiety to Communication Anxiety
A further delineation of writing anxiety derives from
the question of whether it is a subset of other types of
communication-related anxieties, or whether it is an entity
in and of itself. The definition of communication anxiety
shares elements in common with writing anxiety. McCroskey
(1977) defines communication anxiety as "an individual's
level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or
anticipated communication with another person or persons."
The profile of these persons includes behaviors associated
with avoidance of speacing situations. Tied to this
avoidance behavior is Phillips' (1968) description of these
persons as "reticent." In other words, for these
individuals "anxiety about participation in oral
communication outweighs his (or her) projection of gain from
the situation" (p. 40)
.
As is also true in relation to writing apprehension,
there is a distinction made between "state" and "trait"
anxiety in referring to communication anxiety (Spielberger
,
1966; Lamb, 1973). However, here the distinction is made
within classes of communication anxiety, rather than between
anxiety associated specifically with communication, and
general anxiety. The distinguishing factor is whether the
anxiety is experienced in regard to a particular
communication context, or whether the anxiety seems to
11
assert itself in virtually all situations involving oral
communication. An example of state apprehension would be
"stage fright." The common contextual denominator in stage
fright is that it occurs in situations in which the person
communicating is being observed and potentially evaluated by
others. As McCroskey points out, "state communication
anxiety is a normal response to a threatening situation
experienced by most normal people and is in no way
pathological" (p. 79). On the other hand, individuals with
trait communication anxiety find almost all encounters
involving oral communication threatening, regardless of the
context, and regardless of any rational basis for their
perception of the given situation as threatening.
The relative pathology of the anxiety is an issue in
writing anxiety as well. As some investigators have pointed
out (Larson, 1985; Bloom, 1985) , some anxiety in
contemplating or while engaged in a writing task may be a
motivating factor. Bloom (1979) in fact has gone so far as
to say that writing anxiety should be seen entirely as
"normal" and not as involving underlying pathology. This
assertion seems highly unlikely however, as studies have
shown the extent to which many students are rendered
dysfunctional by it
.
Researchers (Phillips and Butt, 1966; Wheeless, 1971),
suggest the development of state communication anxiety
during early childhood years. There does not seem to be
12
data pointing to hereditary function; the prevailing
conclusion is that it is a learned trait, one that is
conditioned through reinforcement for the child's
communication behaviors. The same kind of vicious cycle
that exists in writing anxiety is presumed to exist here:
"The child is likely to have developed communication skills
at a lower level than other children, since the avoidance of
communication conditioned into the child early will have
limited the child's communication experiences. As a
consequence, the school is very likely to strengthen the CA
response" (p. 80)
.
The correlation between oral communication anxiety and
writing anxiety has been tested (Phillips, 1968; Klopf and
Cambra, 1979) . On the basis of interviews with 189 students
whom Phillips had identified as "reticent", he observed that
their anxiety did not carry over into writing, and that in
fact these students preferred to communicate in writing
where possible. He hypothesized that reticent students
might even develop "higher than normal" writing skills in
order to compensate for their perceived inadequacies in oral
communication. (Of course the development of writing skills
does not necessarily preclude the presence of anxiety about
writing)
.
In a study to test Phillips' hypothesis, Klopf and
Cambra had 381 students (151 males and 230 females, age 19
to 25 years)
,
complete the Personal Report of Communication
13
Anxiety for College Students (McCroskey, 1970) , and the
Writing Apprehension Test (Daly and Miller, 1975) . When the
scores on both tests were compared there was a significant
difference: t = 3.59 (p < .001). These results support the
conclusion that writing anxiety and communication anxiety
are not the same, i.e., that people who are anxious about
communicating orally are not necessarily also anxious about
writing.
To further delineate writing apprehension and oral
communication apprehension as separate constructs,
McCroskey, Daly, Richmond and Falcione (1977) tested the
correlations with self-esteem for both constructs. They
found that lowered self-esteem is associated with high oral
communication apprehension. They found a much less
substantial relationship between writing apprehension and
self-esteem, however. Other research (McCroskey, Daly and
Sorenson, 1976) also establishes writing apprehension and
communication anxiety as distinct phenomena.
Research thus has established that writing anxiety is a
distinct entity in and of itself — that it may occur
simultaneously with, but is distinct from both general
anxiety and other communication related anxieties, such as
oral communication anxiety.
14
Correlations with Standardized Tests
A series of investigators have correlated writing
anxiety with performance on standardized tests of writing
ability. Faigley, Daly and Witte (1981), for instance, used
verbal scores on the SAT exam as the potential correlate.
The difference between high and low apprehensives was found
to be statistically significant at the .01 level, with high
apprehensives scoring lower than low apprehensives.
(X = 451.45 for high apprehensives; X = 485.56 for low
apprehensives). Reed, Vandett, and Burton (1983) found a
significant relationship between apprehension and writing
skills as assessed by the Missouri College English Test.
The difference between high and low apprehensives was found
to be statistically significant at the .01 level, with high
apprehensives obtaining lower scores.
The results of these studies, however, must be regarded
in light of the likelihood that writing apprehensive
students may also be test anxious. Dickson (1978) related
the writing apprehension instrument to a test anxiety
measure and found a positive and significant relationship.
Further, in summarizing the correlation between performance
and writing apprehension Daly (1985) asserts that these
studies, while they show a "modest" relationship, impute no
causal relationship between apprehension and performance.
"It would be incorrect to draw any conclusion that rests
15
either on the claim that writing apprehension causes
performance deficits or on the claim that performance
deficits lead to apprehension. Both claims are plausible as
is one that posits a bi-directional relationship" (p. 56)
.
Studies in general operate on the assumption that the
construct of writing apprehension is different from but
related to actual writing behavior or competence.
Correlations with Writing Performance
Faigley, Daly and Witte (1981) used the same sample of
students whose SAT scores had been correlated with levels of
writing apprehension in order to test correlations with
writing performance. They had these students complete
assigned essay topics and analyzed the samples in two ways:
by subjectively rating the essays for overall guality and by
describing certain internal characteristics of the essays.
The investigators found that high apprehensive writers
produced essays significantly shorter and less syntactically
"mature" than low apprehensive writers. But Faigley, Daly
and Witte add an interesting dimension to consideration of
these results. That is, they assigned two different essay
topics to each student and rated them according to the same
performance measures. The first writing assignment was
designed to elicit narrative and descriptive writing, and
drew heavily on the writer's personal experience. The
16
second writing assignment was designed to be analytical and
asked for objective argument. These assignments were
completed in different class periods. The surprising aspect
of their findings was that high apprehensives performed
differently from low apprehensives only on assignments which
involved presenting some elements of self. in purely
argumentative assignments, which did not ask for personal
experience, there was no effect for apprehension. Faigley,
Daly and Witte's findings are useful in terms of
considerations of curriculum, and cast at least some doubt
on the common practice of attempting to make students more
"comfortable" with writing by first introducing them to
personal writing. What seems the most significant
implication of this finding is not that curriculum should
now stress expository writing for high apprehensive writers
— rather, that different assignments elicit different
levels of performance, and different levels of performance
anxiety. What must be considered then is not the
superiority of one approach over another, but the necessity
of multiple approaches within one curriculum. To draw
conclusions as to the ultimate superiority of one type of
assignment over another in counteracting the effects of
writing anxiety would require much further study.
In studies which did not distinguish between type of
writing assignments, the quality of the writing products of
high apprehensives was found to be lower than those of low
17
apprehensives. Daly found that in an assigned essay the
compositions of high apprehensive writers had significantly
fewer words (in terms of quantity, saying nothing about
complexity), than those by low apprehensives. Book (1976)
found that low apprehensive writers produced three times
more words than high apprehensives, and that their writing
differed in other significant ways as well: the writing of
low apprehensives was characterized by more paragraphs and
more sentences. Additionally, she created an index to
measure the amount of information conveyed in the essays,
and found that the essays of high apprehensives conveyed
considerably less information than the essays of low
apprehensives
.
Selfe (1981; 1985), Bloom (1980), and Hays (1981) all
shed light on some of the qualitative and quantitative
differences in the writing of high and low apprehensives in
their case studies in which they directly observed students'
composing processes. In these studies, the investigators
were interested not in making correlations between writing
anxiety and other variables, but rather in studying in depth
how writing anxiety affects the composing process and the
products yielded by that process.
Selfe (1985) attributed the less complete quality of
the work of a high apprehensive writer to that writer's
habitual procrastination. Out of anxiety, this student
waited so long to begin that she had to rush through and do
18
a less thorough job. Relatedly, "if no part of a paper had
been written, nothing could be criticized" (p. 85). And of
course the rush job meant that the writer could "attribute
failure to the harried circumstances under which the paper
was composed" (p. 85). Similarly, Bloom (1980) found that
low apprehensive writers write for longer periods, are more
productive and procrastinate less. Hays (1981) found that
the anxious writer he observed, as opposed to the non-
anxious writer, took longer to complete writing assignments,
produced fewer words per minute, spent less time on the
actual writing, paused more while writing, and completed
fewer drafts of an assignment.
The intersection of anxiety levels and skills is again
in question here. Selfe (1985) points out that the
differential characteristics of the essays produced by the
highly anxious writer are shared also in the products of the
unskilled writer. She summarizes: "Unskilled writers as
opposed to skilled writers have been reported to avoid
situations in which they are forced to write (Warters,
1980) , to deal less effectively with rhetorical
considerations such as audience (Atlas, 1979) , to be less
effective in producing 'reader - based prose' (Flower,
1979) , and to be more worried about mechanics and less
concerned with content (Bechtel, 1980)" (p. 93). This
relationship, however, must be seen in the light of the
research which shows that highly apprehensive writers avoid
19
writing classes and other classes or situations which
involve writing. In these instances, the anxious writer has
no opportunities either to learn skills or to exercise, and
thus improve, the skills she does have. A vicious cycle is
thereby established in which the student avoids writing
classes in order to avoid anxiety; this defense mechanism,
however, ultimately leads to increased anxiety.
Correlations with Attitudes. Expectations and Choices
About School and Writing
A series of studies has dealt with the correlation of
writing anxiety with attitudes, expectations and choices
about school and writing. Some of these prove what would
seem to be self-evident. For instance, Daly and Miller
(1975b) found that highly apprehensive students reported
significantly lower expectations of success in courses
requiring writing than did their less anxious counterparts,
and that highly anxious students expressed less willingness
to enroll in writing-oriented courses. Jerosky and Conry
(1981) found that highly anxious students also were less
satisfied with courses that required several writing
assignments than were less anxious students.
Selfe (1981) , in studying the prewriting processes of
four high and four low writing apprehensive college freshmen
(four male and four female) , also drew conclusions about
20
their comparative attitudes toward writing. Among her
observation techniques were videotaped interviews concerning
the mental processes students employed in composing.
Through these interviews she also was able to gather
information about students' attitudes toward composing. The
interweaving of strategies for the composing process with
attitudes toward composing is evidence in itself that for
students the two are closely connected. In other words,
students' composing processes are largely ruled by their
attitude toward the act of writing and by their feelings
about their own ability or lack of it.
Selfe found that all four of the highly anxious writers
disliked all composing tasks. They attributed their
negative attitudes to composition classes in the past, which
they felt had only poorly prepared them for the academic
writing tasks required of them in college. They therefore
had little confidence in their writing skills and feared
negative evaluation by their teachers. This negative self-
evaluation of their writing also appeared to lead to low
self-esteem in general. Selfe recorded physical behaviors
that pointed to a sense of disgust, at least as regards
their efforts at writing tasks: "Bev, for example, holding
her head in both hands, would bow her head in defeat over
her papers even in their earliest stages. When she began
writing, she would frequently reread her own words and
mutter in disgust at her efforts" (p. 14)
.
21
Selfe points out that given the aversiveness of the
task, and I would add the uncomfortable feelings which the
task elicited, these attitudes also led to self-defeating
behaviors, such as procrastination, and avoiding classes in
Which a great deal of writing was required. We have seen
this negative cycle of avoidance in another context as well.
But Selfe outlines other specific ways in which the
avoidance of classes increases writing anxiety. That is,
not only do students then not have the opportunity to learn
and practice skills, but they also do not derive the benefit
of learning predrafting strategies to use as they approach a
writing assignment. Selfe found that these students,
lacking a repertoire of strategies, and being too anxious to
concentrate on what purposes and questions might underly the
assignment, spent all of their energy on the basic task of
the translation of thoughts into written words on the page;
that is, this task consumed them, to the exclusion of the
more subtle rhetorical concerns of audience and arrangement.
She found that the main preoccupation of these students was
finishing the task as quickly as possible.
Larson also found that negative attitudes toward the
writing process and toward one's own ability successfully to
engage it were disruptive, and that these attitudes were
characteristic of high apprehensives
. Larson did not set
out to study anxiety in particular, but rather to explore
the nature of emotions experienced while writing and while
22
contemplating writing tasks, and to assess the effects of
these emotions both on the students themselves and on their
final products. He presented examples of students both for
whom the emotions were helpful, and for whom the emotions
were negative and disruptive. Writing anxiety figured
importantly in the emotions of those for whom the emotions
were disruptive.
Larson chose as his subjects four high school students
who were involved in lengthy writing projects, projects that
stretched out over weeks. He chose this sample out of a
group of 90 students who had completed questionnaires during
the process. He found that the students who suffered from
high anxiety also suffered from disruptive emotions, such as
anger at their teachers for the assignment, anger at their
parents for implicit or explicit expectations, anger at
their friends for having an easier time with their work.
Their anxiety led them to feel "flustered," "overwhelmed,"
"pissed off," and "scared." They reported being plagued by
inner voices which were critical of everything they wrote.
Their high levels of anxiety also made it difficult for them
to concentrate and focus their attention on the task at
hand.
Their attitudes toward their own writing and toward the
task itself were similar to those described by Selfe. These
negative attitudes were mirrored in the independent
evaluations of their final products, pointing up again the
23
potential vicious cycle of anxiety and low self-esteem. But
in Larson's conclusions he stresses that it was the anxiety,
the negative attitudes toward writing, and the disruptive
emotions that accompanied these, that primarily were
responsible for the low quality of the finished work, not
lack of skill or preparation. The nature of the negative
evaluations reflect this. For instance, the evaluator
writes about one paper: "it's not that E.S. has nothing to
say — she has done her homework and has all the pieces for
an intelligent essay. it's more that she has too much to
say. She has no sense of what the material in her essay
comes to, no sense of the material as a whole." This
criticism is reminiscent of Selfe's point that anxious
writers' negative attitudes about writing both keep them
from learning rhetorical strategies and from considering
elements of planning and organization in their papers.
Larson concludes that this student's fragmented internal
state resulted in a fragmented attempt at communication.
Larson provides an important distinction in discussing
these case studies. That is, nearly all of the 90 students
who filled out questionnaires during the course of their
writing assignment described feeling some anxiety while
writing the junior theme. It is useful to remember that
some anxiety may in fact be a motivating force, and may not
reflect negative attitudes about the writing process or
about one's own ability to carry through on an assignment.
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Episodic anxiety is to be distinguished from anxiety which
is endemic to the very task, and to contemplation of the
task of writing. The students whom Larson describes could
not sit down to the task without feeling apprehension, worry
and distress. It is at this stage that the anxiety is a
problem which may control the outcome of the entire
exercise. "Anxiety at best leads to impulsive and poorly
controlled writing. At worst, it creates emotional and
cognitive havoc that makes writing impossible" (p. 27)
.
Correlations with Sex Differences
Daly and Miller (1975b) found that women are slightly
less anxious about writing than are men. They ascribed
cause in this instance to related research that shows that
females receive more positive teacher reactions to their
writing than do males. To the extent then that writing
apprehension is a function of a history of negative
responses to one's writing, males would be more apprehensive
because they generally are rewarded less than females for
their writing. That girls may perform better than boys and
hence receive more positive reinforcement is born out in a
study by Maccoby and Jacklin (1974), in which girls from the
age of ten or eleven through the high school years were
shown to outperform boys of the same age on both "lower" and
"higher" measures of verbal skill. Interestingly though,
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the confidence that might be expected to be engendered
through a history of positive writing experiences seems not
necessarily to be carried over into adulthood. The one
empirical study that found the opposite effect (Thompson,
1981) — that is, that females were significantly more
anxious than were males — was carried out on a group of
returning college students over the age of 22. In her
study, Thompson compared the level of writing anxiety of
males returning to college (all subjects were over the age
of 22), to females returning to college. Her sample was 53
students, all of whom were entering freshman composition
courses at various junior colleges in northern Virginia.
The measure she used for measuring writing anxiety was the
Thompson Attitude Scale. On entering the class males were
found to have a mean score of 84.0, while females were found
to have a mean score of 86.3. Thompson hypothesizes that
this difference might be accounted for by the probability
that returning males often come with some writing experience
from previous jobs, while returning females do not. This
seems at best a tenuous conclusion, however, as she does not
provide any supporting evidence. Interestingly, at the end
of the class the writing anxiety scores of the females had
gone down less than that of the males. The mean score of
the males for writing anxiety was 78.0, while that for
females was 82.0. Again, Thompson concludes that males,
with an hypothesized background of successful work
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experience, can build self-assurance more quickly than
females who have not had this positive past experience. i
would certainly want to look further for the genesis of
gender differences.
In commenting on her case study of two female graduate
students who were attempting to complete dissertations,
Bloom (1985) hypothesizes that women's high level of writing
anxiety may be related to the finding of Tavris and Offir
(1977) that women have lower self-confidence than do men.
It is clear that the question of sex difference in writing
anxiety is one that remains open to further research.
Causes of Writing Anxiety
None of the work discussed thus far has made any
attempt to attribute cause to descriptions of writing
anxiety — its correlatives and its effects. Many studies
conclude with the proviso that cause is not known and we
must study that question. The work of psychoanalysts, such
as Bergler and Brill did ascribe cause, but in terms that
seem to have quite narrow, if any, applicability.
Historically, the first attempts to deal with the
nature of writing anxiety were by psychoanalytic thinkers.
Brill (1931) , for instance, saw poets as operating under
"oral - erotic fixations", and their problems with
productivity as "oral regressions, or failures in oral
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sublimation." Bergler (1950a) also regarded writers in
terms of pathology, and agreed that writers were expressing
oral fixations. But in contrast to Bergler he saw the
fundamental desire of orally regressed people not as "to
get" but "to be refused." Problems with productivity, and
problems with coping with the lot of the struggling writer
he saw as expressions of the acting out of the desire to be
refused. He described writers as "injustice collectors" who
in response to the abuse and misunderstanding they receive
from critics, indulge in self-pity thereby enjoying "psychic
masochism." Indeed, the motive to write in the first place
arises from an immense sense of guilt (1950a). The writer's
problems with productivity should be resolved once he has
resolved his unconscious conflicts: "Once the analyst has
worked the anxious writer back to the point where he can
endorse mother's product without fear, shame or remorse,
it's simply a matter of putting a fresh sheet of paper into
the machine and hitting the keys" (1950b, p. 49) .
Goodman (1952) discussed writing anxiety in playwrights
and speculated that their anxiety might be caused by the
similarity of dramatic characterization to real social
interactions. Quaytman (1969) in exploring his own anxiety,
discussed the difficulty of the writer being intimidated by
all that has already been published. He saw a related
anxiety as the inability to retract an idea once it has been
written, a difficulty not present in conversation.
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Weil and Lane (1956) provided a list of causes:
"a) overestimation on the part of the writer of his or her
deficiencies as a writer; b) inadequate time to complete
writing assignments; c) an inability to see the purpose of
his or her reports; and d) excessive criticism and repeated
arbitrary revision of the writer's work."
Harvley-Felder (1978) extrapolated cause through
combined use of the Daly-Miller writing apprehension measure
and a questionnaire that evoked potential contributory
causes for the anxiety. She found that high apprehensive
writers (10th. grade) had perceived themselves to have been
punished in the past for poor writing, had received little
positive reinforcement, and did not seek to communicate with
teachers about their writing.
Daly (1985) employs a "comparison - deficiency"
explanation. That is, writers go through a process of
ongoing assessment of what they have written. "Apprehension
in part arises and is maintained when writers consistently
believe that what they have written inadequately matches
what they had in mind as they composed." As the effects of
this sense of deficiency accrue, the writer becomes
increasingly anxious, and "learns to avoid writing in order
to avoid the resulting sense of inadequacy" (p. 63)
.
The discrepancy between one's intentions and the
product, or what one is in fact capable of accomplishing, is
seen also in what Jones (1975) describes as the main cause
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Of writing anxiety, "grandiose and unrealistic
expectations." Larson (1985) in a case study of two anxious
writers, provides a look at the psychic toll of such
expectations. "These students lacked the skills to
accomplish the grandiose papers they kept imagining, and
they were unable to establish expectations for themselves
that were consistent with what they could realistically do.
Hence they became overwhelmed and lost control of their
work; and the writing project turned into a nightmare of
worry, frustration and internal anger" (p. 23). This idea
of grandiose expectations also is congruent with Bloom's
(1980) and Newkirk's (1979) findings that high apprehensive
writers are more perfectionistic. The students whom Larson
interviewed reported being "plagued by inner voices that are
critical of everything they write" (p. 22) .
There is then much still to be done in the area of
etiology of writing anxiety. This study will look at
college students in particular, and will use as context the
student's family of origin, in order to discover whether
cause may be commonly traced to some aspects of family
environment.
Family Environment Survey: Examples of Research
The research on writing anxiety does not include any
studies which have linked writing anxiety to family
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environment. other areas of dysfunction, however, have been
correlated, through use of Moos' Family Environment Survey,
to aspects of the family environment. Here I will provide a
brief overview of a few of these studies, in order to
illustrate the use of this measure in other contexts.
Chandler and Kelle (1988) used the FES to test whether
there was a correlation between aspects of family
environment and incidence of sexual abuse. Of a sample of
230 college students at a "major southeastern university"
105 students reported sexual experience "which occurred
before the age of 18 with persons at least five years
older." These studies were matched with nonabused
participants according to age, race, marital status and
socioeconomic status. The investigators hypothesized low
levels of cohesion and organization in the families of
abused subjects. They also hypothesized a difference
between single-incident and multiple-incident abuse
occurrence along the subscales of organization and cohesion;
that is, they hypothesized that the lower the levels of
organization and cohesion, the greater the likelihood of
repeated incidences of abuse. Their results did indicate
both greater cohesion and greater organization in the
families of nonvictims than in the families of victims.
However, they did not find support for their hypothesis that
the family environments of multiple-incident victims would
differ in levels of cohesion and organization from single-
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incident victims. They concluded that "relatively low
levels of cohesion and organization may serve to increase
the risk of initial occurrence of sexual abuse but other
factors (e.g., the relationship of the perpetrator to the
victim) may determine whether abuse continues" (p. 6)
.
Hailey and Sison (1981) tested the hypothesis that
early family environments of obese individuals are different
than those of non-obese individuals. In particular, they
were interested in testing empirically some of Bruch's
(1973, 1978) assertions, based on her case studies,
regarding the family environments of obese children.
Specifically, they were interested in her characterization
of mothers of obese children as domineering and
overprotective
.
The researchers found a higher level of conflict in
families of obese females; they interpret this finding as
supportive of Bruch's characterization, in that the level of
conflict may be indicative of the extent to which these
parents attempt to deny their children autonomy. However,
this difference did not hold up in relation to males. Male
obese subjects were higher than non-obese males in
expressiveness and active-recreational orientation . These
findings suggest that "sex differences are an important
moderating factor in determining the impact of family
variables" (p. 3)
.
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Friedrich, Reams and Jacobs (1982) used the FES as part
of an attempt to find etiological factors in adolescent
depression, especially in relation to variables in the
adolescent's family, (N = 132). Family cohesion seemed to
be the family variable which most differentiated depressed
from non-depressed adolescents. As severity of depression
progressed to including suicidal ideation, other family
environment variables became significant. The families of
these adolescents were characterized also by less
organization and independence. These families of
adolescents who reported suicidal ideation also had as a
differentiating factor a greater achievement orientation.
Wood, Chapin and Hannah (1988) explored the
relationship between family environment and
underachievement
. (Underachievement is defined as the
earning of a below average grade point by a student who at
the same time demonstrates average ability on a standard
test)
. Four scales yielded significant differences in this
study. Adequate achievement was characterized by higher
levels of both cohesion and expressiveness in the families
of these students. Interestingly, in the families of
underachievers there seemed to be more emphasis placed on
achievement than in the families of adequate achievers.
In this chapter we have considered a sampling of the
research on writing anxiety and have illustrated a small
sample of the empirical use of the Family Environment
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Survey. The following study seeks to extend the research
writing anxiety. Beginning from the precepts that writing
anxiety is a psychological as well as a cognitive
phenomenon, and that in exploring causes and correlates of
writing apprehension we should also look at different
contexts, this study will investigate the relationship
between writing anxiety and family environment.
CHAPTER 3
METHODS
Participants
Participants in this study were drawn from a pool of
undergraduates at the University of Massachusetts at
Amherst. They were recruited from undergraduate psychology
classes, and received extra credit in these classes for
their participation. The initial sample included 298
students, (244 females and 54 males) and ranged in age from
18 to 40, with the mean age being 20. The final sample
included 64 students, who were matched by sex and SAT
scores. Of these final 64 participants, four were chosen
for interviews. All four were women.
Instruments
Subjects were given two instruments: the Daly-Miller
Writing Anxiety Scale (1975), and the Moos Family
Environment Scale (FES) (1974). In addition, students were
asked to complete a questionnaire which asked for
demographic information, as well as their verbal SAT scores.
Following analysis of results from these empirical measures,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with four
subjects
.
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The Daly-Miller Writing Apprehension Test (WAT) is a
self-report measure. it consists of 26 statements about
writing. The statements focus on issues such as the
respondents' likes and dislikes about writing, reactions to
evaluations of their writing, and self-evaluations of their
writing. Respondents are asked to read each statement and
indicate their reaction to the statement by circling one of
five responses ranging from "strongly agree" to "strongly
disagree." Studies which have measured reliability of the
instrument have found positive results. in one study the
internal consistency was .94 (Daly and Miller, 1975a).
Later studies that extended more than three months found
test-retest coefficients greater than .80. Tests of
reliability were carried out on high school and college
students from diverse locations, academic majors and
backgrounds.
The final version of the FES included 90 questions,
which was reduced from an initial pool of 2 00 items. These
200 items were given to a diverse sample of 285 families,
encompassing a range of socio-economic status and drawing
from whites and minority groups. The norms for the final
version. Form R, were obtained from testing subsamples drawn
randomly from a representative range of normal families from
all areas of the country including various ethnic minority
groups, single parent families and families of varied age
groups. (Moos has separate norms for a subsample of
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distressed families drawn from clinic samples and
correctional institutions)
.
Internal consistencies within the subscales all fall
within acceptable range. The item-to-subscale correlations
vary from moderate (.45 for Independence) to substantial
(.58 for Cohesion). Test-retest reliablity was measured by
giving 47 family members in nine different families the test
twice with an eight-week interval between testings. The
test-retest reliabilities are all acceptable, varying from a
low of .68 for Independence to a high of .86 for Cohesion.
The semi-structured interviews were designed to enrich
findings from the empirical measures. The questions were
designed to amplify items from the FES scale. The content
of the interview questions corresponded to those subscales
of the FES which were found to be significantly correlated
with writing anxiety. One subject was chosen whose results
on the Writing Anxiety Scale and FES fit the empirical
profile of high anxiety, and one whose results fit the
profile of low anxiety. Interviews were also conducted with
one subject who appeared from results of the WAT to have
high writing anxiety, but whose family profile more closely
resembled the results for low anxiety, and one who appeared
from the WAT to have low writing anxiety, but whose family
profile more closely resembled the results for high writing
anxiety. All interview subjects were women. (See Appendix
for copy of interview)
.
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Procedures and Data Analysis
Given the results of the Writing Apprehension Test,
students were divided into four groups as follows: l) women
with high writing anxiety (n=20)
; 2) women with low writing
anxiety (n=20) ; 3) men with high writing anxiety (n=12) ; and
4) men with low writing anxiety (n=12) . These groups were
matched for SAT scores. A 2x2 analysis of variance was run
with the independent variables being gender and writing
anxiety, yielding main effects for gender and writing
anxiety, and an interaction effect for the two. The
resultant data was compared to means on the subscales of the
Family Environment Scale and asked two main questions: 1)
Do males and females with high writing anxiety differ from
each other on the nature of their family environment? and 2)
Do males and females with high writing anxiety differ on the
nature of their family environment from a set of matched
controls (matched by SAT scores) with low writing anxiety?
A correlation matrix was constructed using writing
anxiety, Verbal SAT scores and the 10 subscales of the FES.
In order to reduce the number of variables, a factor
analysis was then performed using all of the elements in the
correlation matrix, and intercorrelations of the subscales
examined. Following this, a stepwise multiple regression
analysis was performed. Using the three family factors
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Which emerged from the factor analysis, plus Verbal SAT, the
amount of variance that each of these factors accounted for
in predicting writing anxiety was analyzed.
Finally, a step-wise discriminant analysis was
performed for each of the items on the Family Environment
Scale, in order to identify questions which predicted for
writing anxiety in the extreme groups, i.e., high and low
writing anxiety. These questions were used as guidelines
for the content of the interviews. The interview was
structured and organized into categories which corresponded
to the three dimensions of the Family Environment Scale
(FES)
.
Questions from the FES which had been identified as
particularly important through the discriminant analysis
were amplified.
In order to choose participants for the interviews, a
discriminant analysis was performed with three factors and
SAT to identify which subjects fit the pattern predicted
from analysis of the FES for relative high and low writing
anxiety, and which did not. Discriminant scores were
computed for each case. Two cases who fit the predicted
pattern and two who did not, were chosen to be interviewed.
All four of these participants were chosen from the extreme
groups of high and low writing anxiety and matched for SAT
scores
.
The information revealed in the interviews was examined
in the light of the empirical findings. In what ways do the
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detailed stories of these individual students confirm the
empirical findings? What factors in the history of the
students whose results did not fit the discerned pattern
accounted for their writing anxiety? The data developed
from the empirical findings provided the structure for
formulating the questions. Conversely, the qualitative data
from the interviews illuminated the empirical findings. The
extent to which the quantitative and qualitative findings
are mutually illuminating will be discussed in Chapters 4
and 5
.
CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Results of the Survey
There were 54 males and 244 females in the initial
sample for this study. The factor analysis and multiple
regression were based on this data. A subsample of four
females was used for the interviews. These subjects were
chosen based on their being in the extreme group for high
and low writing anxiety. This group was composed of 24
males and 40 females, and was matched for SAT scores.
There were not significant differences in writing
anxiety between males and females. Other descriptive
statistics are described in Table 1. This table shows
adequate range in the instruments. For six of the
subscales
,
(expressiveness , achievement orientation,
intellectual-cultural orientation, active-recreational
orientation, moral-religious emphasis and control) , the
means were within one standard deviation of the normative
instrument. For the remaining four subscales, (cohesion,
conflict, independence and organization) , the means were
within two standard deviations of the normative instrument.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics
Mean
(Present
Study)
Age 2 0
Scholastic
Aptitude Test
Verbal 513
Writing
Anxiety 40.95
Cohesion 4.7
Expressiveness 5.0
Control 5.4
Independence 5.2
Achievement
Orientation 4.9
Intellectual-
Cultural
Emphasis 5.1
Active-
Recreational
Orientation 5.4
Moral-Religious
Emphasis 4.3
Organization 3.1
Control 4 .
5
S.D.
(Present
Study)
2.7
86.79
17.72
2.0
1.6
1.2
1.2
1.1
1.4
1.2
1.1
1.7
1.2
Mean
(MOOS
FES)
6.6
5.4
3 . 3
6.6
5.5
5.6
5.3
4.7
5.4
4 . 3
S.D.
(MOOS
FES)
1.4
1.5
1.8
1.2
1.6
1.7
1.9
2 . 0
1.8
1.8
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Correlations
Examination of the correlation matrix (see Table 2)
reveals that five subscales of the Family Environment Survey
significantly correlate with writing apprehension. They
are: l) cohesion, (r =
-.17); 2) expressiveness,
(r = - 22); 3) independence, (r =
-.14); 4) intellectual-
cultural orientation, (r =
-.24); and 5) active recreational
orientation (r = -.12). In addition, SAT verbal scores
significantly correlate with writing anxiety, (r = -.28).
Thus, both SAT scores and certain family subscales predict
writing apprehension.
There are also significant intercorrelations among
family subscales. These range from a high of r = .56 for
expressiveness and cohesiveness , to a low of r = -.11 for
moral-religious emphasis and independence. The presence of
intercorrelations justifies the steps of factor analysis and
multiple regression. These steps were conducted in order to
determine whether a smaller number of factors would explain
the variability.
Factor Analysis
The first factor, which was named Family Solidarity,
included the variables active-recreational orientation,
intellectual-cultural orientation, and cohesion. This
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factor was labelled family solidarity because the questions
in these subscales seemed to reflect the extent to which the
family functioning as a unit is important. That is, an
assumption was made that family participation in sports and
other recreational activities, and shared interest in
political, social, intellectual and cultural activities,
seemed to point toward a concomitant value on family
"togetherness." Moos defines the subscale cohesion as:
"the degree of commitment, help and support family members
provide for one another" (FES Manual, p. 2). All of these
subscales load significantly (greater than .50) on this
factor, with active recreational orientation and
intellectual cultural orientation loading particularly high
(.84 and .81, respectively).
Factor 2, labelled Tolerance of Difference, included
the variables control, independence and expressiveness.
This factor was labelled tolerance of difference because the
questions in these subscales seem to attempt to distinguish
the extent to which deviation from family values and norms
is tolerated. Control loaded significantly and negatively
on this factor (-.83). Both independence (.75) and
expressiveness (.62) loaded significantly on this factor.
Organization (Factor 3) was left as a factor by itself,
because it didn't correlate with any of the other subscales.
Questions in this subscale sought to determine "the extent
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to which set rules and procedures are used to run family
life" (FES Manual, p. 2).
Table 3
Rotated Factor Matrix
FAMILY SOLIDARITY
Active Recreational
Orientation
Intellectural Cultural
Orientation
Cohesion
TOLERANCE OF DIFFERENCE
Control
Independence
Expressiveness
ORGANIZATION
Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3
.84
.81
.59
. 12
.08
.47
07
13
38
83
75
62
-.03
. 06
.23
16
09
00
Organization -.04 03 98
Multiple Regression
The factor analysis was used to identify independent
variables for inclusion in a multiple regression equation.
Thus, the three family factors derived from the factor
analysis were used as independent variables in a step-wise
46
multiple regression equation, with writing anxiety as the
dependent variable. This procedure was used to determine
the relative importance of these predictor variables in
their contribution to variation in writing anxiety scores.
To determine the extent to which ability (as measured by SAT
scores) accounted for variance in writing anxiety, the first
step factored in was Verbal SAT. In this way it was
possible to determine the extent of variance for which
family factors accounted, over and above that of SAT.
It was found that SAT plus the three family factors
accounted for 16% of variance in the writing apprehension
scores. SAT scores alone accounted for 9%, so family
factors accounted for an additional 7% (see Table 4)
.
Table 4
Multiple Regression of Family Factors
and Verbal SAT Scores
in Predicting Writing Anxiety
Dependent Variable: Writing Anxiety Scale
Method: Stepwise
Step Mult R Rsq. F SigF
1 SAT Verbal .29 .09 21.99 .00001
2 Family Solidarity .35 .12 16.03 .00001
3 Tolerance of
Difference .39 .15 13.89 .00001
4 Organzation .40 .16 10.90 .00001
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Item Analysis
In order to determine whether there were any
particularly important items, a discriminant function
analysis was performed. Twelve items from the FES
correlated with the step-wise discriminant function
equation. These items had correlations between .11 and .26.
They came from all three of the dimensions, as outlined by
Moos. The items (to be responded to as true or false), were
as follows (The subscale in which the question appears in
Moos' survey is also listed below.):
- Everyone has an equal say in family decisions.
(Control)
- If there's a disagreement in our family we try hard
to smooth things over and keep the peace. (Conflict)
- In our family, we don't try that hard to succeed.
(Achievement Orientation)
- Family members often go to the library.
(Intellectual-Cultural Emphasis)
- In our family each person has different ideas about
what is right and wrong. (Moral-Religious
Emphasis)
- Each person's duties are clearly defined in our
family. (Organization)
- We can do whatever we want to in our family.
(Control)
- Family members often try to one-up or out-do each
other. (Conflict)
- The Bible is a very important book in our home.
(Moral-Religious Emphasis)
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- Money is not handled very carefully in our family.
(Organization)
- In our family, we believe you don't ever get anywhere
by raising your voice. (Conflict)
- We are not really encouraged to speak up for
ourselves in our family. (Independence)
(R. Moos, FES, Form R, 1974)
Interviews
The interviews were conducted with two participants who
fit the model and two participants who didn't, based on
analysis of discriminant analysis with three factors and
Verbal SAT. Two participants were interviewed who fell in
the extreme group for high anxiety and two who fell in the
extreme group for low writing anxiety. These groups of two
were each matched for verbal SAT scores. In each of these
categories, one of the subjects fit the model established by
analysis of the FES for that group, and the other did not.
In other words, the FES scores of one of the students
interviewed from the high anxiety group, predicted low
writing anxiety. Similarly, the FES scores of one of the
students interviewed from the low anxiety group, predicted
high writing anxiety.
Participant #1, a 22 year old Senior, was in the
extreme group for low writing anxiety and her FES scores fit
the model established for low writing anxiety. This
participant is from a university town in the Northeast. She
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is the middle child, with an older sister and a younger
brother. Both her parents are professionals.
Information from this particpant's interview bore out
high levels of cohesion, expressiveness and independence in
her family, as well as an emphasis on intellectual/cultural
activities and active recreational pursuits in her family.
For instance, when asked, "What was your family's attitude
about the family as a unit?" she replied, "Family first,
anything else, second." This sense of cohesiveness is
reinforced during family vacations, (the family owns a
cottage in Maine)
. About these times together the subject
said, "Up in Maine we are just the family. We all function
for each other."
A high degree of expressiveness in this family was
illustrated through the participant's discussion of the fact
that although conformity was valued in this family, there
was also a great deal of freedom to express opinion.
Opinions in the family were expressed through what the
participant called an "open forum", and although her
opinions were often met with strong reactions, the
participant did not feel constrained to modify her opinions
or her beliefs: She was regarded as "a women's libber" by
her parents and about these attitudes she said, "I'm very
vocal about it ... I can say almost anything I want and
someone will probably get mad."
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Results of the correlation matrix showed the subscales
expressiveness and independence to be positively correlated
(r =.28). In this person's record we found evidence which
supported that relationship. While her actions and
attitudes sometimes brought her into conflict with family
beliefs, she said, "They would like it if I conformed, but
don't expect it." She reported that her mother recently
said to her, "I don't know where you come from — so much of
what you think is different from us." Her high degree of
independence was illustrated in what she said to me about
her mother's comment: "I feel comfortable with the
division; I can't change the way I feel."
College and academics seem to be arenas in which this
participant expresses her independence. While she lives
near home, she calls and visits less than her family would
wish. As she puts it, she is the first to "break out" of
the family. When she first went away to college, her mother
expressed her disappointment through what the participant
heard as a complaint: "You don't need the family anymore."
However, the participant did not experience her mother's
ambivalence about her differentiation as an obstacle to her
independence. She acquiesced to some of her requests, such
as calling home more often, but maintains her autonomy in
areas she deems important. She holds divergent political
views and has a boyfriend of whom they disapprove, because
of his race. She feels that even though her family may not
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understand or agree with her, they understand her desire to
"broaden my horizons."
Intellectual-cultural pursuits were encouraged in this
family. A common way for the family to spend time together
was to go to the movies together. The participant was
"pegged as an academic" and "expected to sit in and read."
Her parents were "supportive" about achieving in school and
"always assumed that I would do my best."
It is interesting to note here that while intellectual-
cultural pursuits were shared by family members, the
expectation for academic success did not hold for the
participant's siblings. There were different expectations
for the participant's brother and sister. The participant's
sister was expected to help more in the house, while her
brother was more or less free to spend time with his
friends. He had never been successful in school, and so,
according to the participant, after a time it was no longer
expected or required. The participant seemed to hold the
mantle for academic success in the family: "It was expected
that I would bring home the A's."
The emphasis on Active-Recreational Orientation seemed
to be more consistent throughout the family. Active
recreational activities included trips to their cottage in
Maine, and camping trips as a whole family. These family
trips were very important, and all were expected to make
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them a priority. The participant reported, "It didn't
matter what else you were doing."
The participant's commitment to these family trips, and
her expression of enjoyment of them, highlighted the fact
that while this student had carved out a clear independence,
she still felt cohesion as a strong family value. (The
implications of this will be discussed further in
Chapter 5) . She did not, however, feel the need to join her
family in activities or beliefs she did not enjoy or
espouse. The participant provided the example of her mother
wanting her to help with Mary Kay cosmetics parties, which
her mother organized. The participant did not enjoy these
and consistently declined. She said, "My mother always says
ok, but there's always that hidden disappointment — You can
hear it." In spite of her realization that her mother was
disappointed, she has received sufficient encouragement
toward independence, so that she is able to enjoy her family
during their times together, while still maintaining her
independent ideas and activities.
This participant's verbal description of her feelings
about writing were consistent with her low writing anxiety
score. She reported, "liking it a lot" and that she has
"always liked writing papers." In addition to papers she
writes for school, she now has a job in which writing is a
significant component. She has plans to attend graduate
school
.
53
Participant #2 was also a 22 year old Senior. She was
in the extreme group for high writing anxiety, and her FES
scores fit the model established for high writing
apprehension. This student is from a small town in the
Northeast. Her parents are divorced, but maintain friendly
relations. Her mother is remarried, and the participant
lives with her mother and stepfather, but visits her father
frequently. Her mother is a social worker, and her
stepfather is a maintenance worker at a college. Her father
is a golf pro. She has one younger brother.
This participant's description of her family was one
that also seemed to reflect a high degree of cohesiveness
.
She said, for instance, "Everyone makes the time for each
other; everyone appreciates each other." The extended
family (on her mother's side) all live close by, and the
whole family marks birthdays and special occasions together.
As she put it: "Family includes all relatives." The
description of the extent to which this was true, and the
degree of family members' involvement in each other's lives
was implied in the participant's statement: "If I tell my
mother I have a problem, the whole family knows. If I tell
my mother I have a problem, my grandmother will call me up."
For participant #2 the high degree of family
cohesiveness seemed to be at the cost of independence. She
said: "Sometimes it's hard to go home, because I lose my
independence. . .Mother doesn't understand that I need privacy
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and time to do my homework; I don't think she understands
that I have that other side." This lower degree of
independence was also reflected in how she approached
school; during an explanation of why she felt she had done
poorly for her first two years of college, despite an
excellent high school record, she said: "I entered those
classes (pre-med classes) , because I had expectations, that
I thought my parents had for me, even though they didn't say
so directly — I thought they thought I would aspire to
these great things — whatever was the hardest."
The extent to which she was having academic problems,
and the ways in which this might have been reflective of
differing expectations between the participant and her
family was never discussed. Thus, while there seemed to be
a high degree of cohesiveness , the expression of differing
or controversial opinions did not seem to be valued in this
family. The participant reported an example of her mother
being "insulted" when they expressed differing views on the
Gulf War. This was given as an example of why the
participant often did not express her views in the family.
She said she felt "misunderstood."
The lack of discussion seemed to carry with it a kind
of denial, which the participant experienced as a lack of
interest. She said: "I wished that they were more aware or
more strict with me. I had a lot of problems adjusting
here... No one was helping me understand what was happening."
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She described her family at this time as "distant,
uninvolved." she said: "They always believed I knew what I
was doing, and it would work out fine... They expected me to
be so good that the possibility of my failing was never
taken seriously."
There did not seem to be emphasis in this family on
intellectual/cultural activities or on recreational
activities. There was emphasis on churchgoing, although
frequently family members attended different churches.
There was one ritual which the family did do together,
"going to tag the Christmas tree", but this was not enjoyed
by the participant or her siblings. She said, "We made our
discontent known, but did it anyway." About other outings,
such as family trips to museums, movies, sporting events or
family vacations, she said: "In the immediate family we
didn't do things together .. .No one made the time to plan
something like that."
Writing anxiety figured significantly in this
participant's problems with school. She did not complete
papers and failed several courses. She felt that she "was
never reinforced for writing." The toll which her avoidance
of writing took carried over into other academic and
personal areas. One semester she did not take her finals.
She felt "isolated from campus and didn't have much contact
with people." She felt incapable of independent decisions
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and "followed the people I lived with ~ I did what they
did. "
While this participant still feels anxious about
writing, it is interesting to note that she added that a
successful experience in a writing class has made her feel
more confident. She said, "I am finally getting attention
and feedback for writing." She reversed the course of her
problems in school through counseling and impressive
personal initiative. This will be discussed further in
Chapter 5.
Participants #3 and #4 did not fit the model. In the
case of Participant #3, her FES was consonant with those who
tested high for writing anxiety, but according to her score
on the WAT she had low writing anxiety. In the case of
Participant #4, her FES was consonant with those who tested
low for writing anxiety, but according to her score on the
WAT she had high writing anxiety. The interviews, however,
shed light on what more detailed conditions could cause this
discrepancy.
Participant #3 was a 21 year old junior. She is from a
city in the Northeast. Her mother works as a nurse's aide
and her father is a business executive for a small
corporation. She is the oldest and has two brothers, ten
and eight.
A cursory knowledge of the arrangements under which
this family lived would yield an impression that this family
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was not cohesive. The subject was "raised" by her
grandfather, because her parents "were working so much."
Although she did live with her parents while she was growing
up, (except for a period in high school when she lived with
her grandmother)
, she described her family as "dispersed"
during her younger years. But although the arrangements did
not indicate much time spent together as a family, the value
of family loyalty did seem to carry over. The willingness
of the participant's grandfather to take over her care was
indicative of the fact that while the whole family could not
be together physically, they "pulled together" for the sake
of all.
This living arrangement also did not carry over into
the participant's later years. During high school, certain
conditions in the family changed, and the family was able to
live together. Exploration into the changes revealed that
earlier in her life her parents had experienced some marital
difficulties which she suspected were due to alcohol abuse
by her father. Although as a child this period was a
difficult one, she saw it also as having had the effect of
forging a positive alliance between her mother and her.
While the long-lasting effects of this difficult period
were that she felt angry at and distant from her father for
many years, she believed that this was now changing. She
described her father making overtures to her, such as
inviting her on walks, and her pleasure in their beginning
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but promising attempts at communication. This has also
carried over to more far-reaching changes within the family
as a whole. While the long-standing family patterns had
been "not to respond to complaints" and "not to consult the
children on family decisions", she feels communication has
been opening up within the family. That this increased
communication was new territory was also expressed by the
participant when she said, "Some things are too touchy to
bring up.
"
In the same way that the levels of cohesion and
expressiveness seemed to undergo changes in this family, the
value on independence also did. A relatively low
independence score might have been reflective of certain
constraints which the participant described. For instance,
she described her mother as "overreacting" and "getting
nauseous when I leave." On the other hand, when in high
school her parents announced that the family was moving to
another state, the participant made the decision
independently not to move with them, but to stay and live
with her grandmother. She subsequently (after six months)
moved to where they were. Her ambivalence about
independence is reflected in the fact that she saw that
decision as "giving in to my mother's needs."
This participant did not describe a high emphasis on an
intellectual-cultural orientation in the family as a whole,
but again her own attitudes took a turn later in life. She,
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as a child and in high school, was "not too interested in
school" and at home "school work was not much of an issue."
But she found in college that she was interested in her
classes and could do well. This led her parents to have
more of an interest in her intellectual accomplishments.
She saw her success, however, as being of and for herself.
She said, "I'm not doing well in college because they wanted
me to, but because I'm interested."
While as a whole then, the family may not have had a
high intellectual-cultural orientation, the participant was
instrumental in making this more of a family value. She
described her mother as currently very much wanting one of
her brothers to succeed in school and toward that end, for
instance, "always buying him intellectual gifts." The
participant was upset by the fact that her mother seemed to
have pegged her other brother as being incapable of success
in school, and was pushing him solely into sports instead.
There was a high active-recreational orientation in
this family, but this was reflected, according to the
participant, by its quality rather than its quantity.
Because they could not do a lot of activities together, the
time they did spend together became very important to them
all. "It was important to spend time together on weekends,
because we couldn't do it during the week." She said she
realized how much time they actually did spend together
recently when she was going over family photographs.
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That this participant, on the basis of her FES, fit the
profile for high writing anxiety, but tested low for writing
anxiety, seems then to be attributable to the flux in this
family system. In other words, some of the family
conditions correlated with writing anxiety were absent
during part of her life, but present in others. This
reflects what would be one limitation of using only
empirical means in the present study, as flux is a natural
condition of family life. Further, there were aspects of
the organization of her family that on the face of it seemed
not to embody values such as independence and cohesion, but
evidence from the interview suggests otherwise. Finally,
the inability to definitively categorize through empirical
means, which we see in the case of this participant, is
further evidence for the necessity of complementary
qualitative data.
The participant's verbal description of her feelings
about writing were consistent with her low writing anxiety
score. She said she finds writing "pretty easy" and
describes it as "one of my favorite things." She said,
"Writing was one of my favorite things when I got to
college .
"
Participant #4, a 22 year old senior, was in the
extreme group for high writing anxiety, but her FES scores
were consonant with the profile for low writing anxiety.
She is from a small city in the Northeastern United States.
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Her mother is a college professor and her father a social
worker. She is the youngest in the family and has a brother
and a sister two years older who are twins. Again, the
discrepancy between her projected profile for low anxiety,
based on the FES scores, and her high writing anxiety score,
seems to be attributable to the high value on cohesion,
without an accompanying permission for independence.
That cohesion was a very important family value was
clear from the record of her interview. The family
organization was such that an uncle lived in the home with
them. In fact, the participant had given up her bedroom at
the age of fifteen so that her uncle would have space. In
addition, until his death the year before, the participant's
maternal grandfather had lived with them. In her words, her
family was "very, very close ... everybody knows what's
going on with everybody else . . . The family would always win
out in any situation."
The significance of the grandfather's presence in the
home spoke dramatically to their level of cohesion. When he
became terminally ill with cancer the decision was made by
the participant's parents to keep him home, rather than send
him to a hospital or nursing home. This required a family
member being home at all times to care for him, since he
could not be left alone. Toward this end the participant
and her brother and sister would alternate coming home to
help out their parents.
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While the participant expressed no overt ambivalence
about either the giving up of her room or the requirement to
frequently travel home from college to aid in her
grandfather's care, she indicated that if she had had
negative feelings she would not have expressed them. In
other words, expressiveness seemed to be a value so long as
everyone agreed, but family members did not bring up issues
that might cause conflict. They, for instance, did not
discuss options for her grandfather's care because,
"Although it was never talked about, everyone knew everyone
else agreed." When her brother moved further away from home
and stopped returning home to help, she and her sister felt
angry but did not tell him.
The participant attributed her own reticence in this
area, even in the face of what she otherwise thought of as
an open family, to acquiescing to her mother's desire to
"keep the peace." Because of this, "opinions were expressed
behind the person's back." For instance, she related that
the family talked openly among themselves about their
negative feelings toward their brother's fiancee. However,
no one acknowledged these feelings to her brother. She felt
that as a consequence he came home less frequently, without
an understanding of the source of the tension between his
family and him.
Similar to the value of expressiveness, independence in
this family seemed to be a touted value, yet one difficult
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to achieve in reality. The children were encouraged to
pursue their own interests, but the participant found it
hard to spend time away from home, because she felt she
should assume her share of the job of taking care of her
ailing grandfather. Although she did leave home for
college, the decision of where to attend was made by her
mother. She had wanted to take a year off to apply to other
schools, but her mother wanted her to go to the University
of Massachusetts. She attributes her poor performance
during her first year to her dissatisfaction with that
decision.
That there is some confusion around the issue of
independence and differentiation is clear from the fact that
in instances in which her mother concurs with her decision,
she is allowed to act in ways which cause her to feel that
she is asserting independence. For instance, at the time of
her grandfather's death, she and her sister had had plans
for a trip to Jamaica. Her mother felt they should keep
their plans, rather than stay home. This did not seem
consistent to the participant with requirements her mother
had had in the past, but she was happy to go and felt
independent in doing so.
There was a high intellectual-cultural orientation in
this family but seemingly also somewhat at the cost of
independence. For instance, "doing well in school was
important." Toward this end, the participant's mother would
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choose books for the participant and her siblings. "We
would all have to read 3 5 pages a day and report." Thus,
while she felt support for "doing her best" academically,
she felt the terms of this were largely not her own. This
became literally true as regards high school writing
assignments. She would discuss what she wanted to say with
her mother and her mother would write it. She attributed
her problems with writing in college to this practice. She
said, "I realized she helped too much."
Thus in the case of this participant, while the values
of expressiveness and independence were touted, exploration
revealed that there were countervailing pressures which
compromised them. Cohesion was certainly a mainstay of this
family, and indeed the participant movingly described her
family's loyalty and kindness to her grandfather. While
there were positive aspects to this emphasis on cohesion, it
seems in this instance that some other family values were
compromised.
The participant's verbal description of her feelings
about writing were consistent with her high writing anxiety
score. She failed a freshman writing class; she described
being "perfectionistic . " She said: "I always think it's
awful. I have to write one sentence at a time." This
participant also expressed what has been noted in other
contexts, (Faigley, Daly and Witte, 1981), that she feels
more confident with writing that is not personal. She said:
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"If What I have to write is determined, I'm okay. The
problem is when I have to give my opinion in creative
writing." As will be discussed further in the next chapter,
this student attests to a common concomitant of writing
anxiety: that is, the inhibition of finding and using her
voice. That this inhibition was at least in part tied up
with the dynamics of her family is crucial.
The four interviews reaffirm and shed some light on the
quantitative findings of this study. That is, that the
family subscales of Cohesion, Expressiveness, Independence,
Intellectual-Cultural Orientation and Active-Recreational
Orientation are correlated with writing apprehension. The
nuances of these relationships, the tentative conclusions
that may be drawn from them, and the limitations and
qualifications that must be placed on the significance of
the results, will be discussed in the next chapter.
CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Discussion of Results
Results of this study indicate that there are family
factors associated with writing anxiety. In this study,
Verbal SAT scores correlated the most strongly with writing
anxiety (r = -28)
. However, when variability due to SAT was
removed, there were still effects for writing anxiety.
Cohesion (r =
-.17), expressiveness (r =
-.22), independence
(r =
-.14), intellectual/cultural orientation (r = -.24),
and active recreational orientation (r = -.12) all were
shown to have modest but significant correlations with
writing anxiety. It has been seen that there is an inverse
correlation between these subscales and the presence of
writing anxiety. That is, the more these conditions are
present in a family environment, the less writing anxiety is
present in the student. In addition, details from the four
participants interviewed provide added evidence for this
formulation.
The finding that the family characteristic of
"cohesion" is negatively correlated with writing anxiety
(r = -.17) should be qualified. Details from the interviews
suggest that to be instrumental in influencing low anxiety,
cohesion needs also to be associated with emphasis on two of
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the other constructs: expressiveness and independence.
Statistical data also exists for this hypothesis; based on
the sample for this study, there is a significant
intercorrelation between cohesion and expressiveness
(r = .56) and cohesion and independence (r = .22). All
participants interviewed reported high degrees of family
cohesiveness. However, the participant who was in the
extreme group for high writing anxiety described a family
system in which cohesiveness seemed to exist at some cost to
independence
.
The lack of correspondence that obtained in this family
between cohesion and independence was especially apparent
from the participant's reporting of her academic problems in
college. As noted in Chapter 4, although participant #2 had
been a high achiever in high school, she failed four classes
during her first two years in college. She described
herself as "unmotivated": "It was ridiculous why I didn't
do well; one semester I didn't take my finals." During the
interview she attributed these failures to being in courses
for which she realized later she had no internal incentive.
But the external incentive was to fulfill expectations which
she perceived her parents held for her: "I thought they
thought I would aspire to the greatest things — whatever
was the hardest ... I never wanted to let them down, or let
them think I had failed in any way."
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This student was first put on academic suspension and
then required to withdraw from school. It was through
getting help from a counselor that she came to realize her
own academic interests and aspirations. As she put it,
about her realizations concerning her work with the
counselor, and her efforts to understand the cause of her
poor performance: "I had to write why, and I had to face
Why: my parents' expectations and my own confusion."
The expectations which this student perceived from her
parents were, by her account, unspoken. She says she
perceived those expectations, "even though they didn't say
so directly." This is a part of the picture, to which other
details also point, of a family in which expressiveness was
not encouraged. While in fact her failures seem to have
been largely attributable to difficulty in separating from
her parents, she also described her parents at this time as
largely "uninvolved" in what was happening to her. She did
not feel she could discuss her problems with them, because
she "never wanted to lot them down." In a sense her
inhibition about communicating with them grew from their own
faith in her, which she was afraid to shake; yet, she wanted
support, help, and recognition that she was in some trouble:
"They always believed I knew what I was doing, and it would
work out fine; so my problems were never really treated as
important. . .They expected me to be so good that the
possibility of my failing was never taken seriously."
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This participant's description of her parents' lack of
involvement pointed to an environment where, although there
were expectations of success in the academic arena, there
was not an emphasis within the family on an
intellectual/cultural orientation. Although she was
expected to do well in school, there actually was not
interest in the specifics of what she would or did do. She
says, about her achievements in school: "I always did well,
but I wish they were more involved. They were always proud,
but distant from it... I would have wished that they were
more aware, or strict with me."
This expressed wish seems to be emblematic of the
delicate balance parents must strike between allowing
differentiation and encouraging independence, while at the
same time displaying interest and the willingness to offer
advice and support where need be. In this case, when the
participant began having serious academic problems, the lack
of expressiveness in the family seems to have amounted to
denial by her parents. The result for the participant was
that she felt unrecognized and unheard. Her spiraling
failures, her anxiety about writing and other school work,
may have been a response to what she felt as her parents'
absence. The irony in this and other cases of writing
anxiety is that the call to be heard is silent and self-
destructive. It is a silencing of voice rather than an
assertion of it.
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Details from the other interviewee who was in the
extreme group for high anxiety, but whose FES fit the
picture for low writing anxiety, also showed the importance
of cohesion plus independence. Again, while many aspects of
her life pointed to independence as a value, it was
particularly in the arena of academics that she felt her
independence was compromised. In this case, parental
expectations were more explicit. The participant's mother
chose books for her, and she was required to read 3 5 pages
per day and report to her mother on them. Her mother also
was very involved in this student's writing process. She
reported that in high school she would get so anxious that
her mother would "take over" and write most of the paper for
her: She would attempt to tell her mother what she wanted
to say, and her mother would write it. In college, she
would try to come home for her mother's help, but this was
not always possible — particularly in the case of a
freshman writing course, which she failed. She says about
that failure, "I think it's because my mother helped me too
much." (i.e., in the past). She now describes herself as
"perfectionistic" and says, "I procrastinate because it's
too painful. I always think it's awful."
The interrelationship between cohesion and independence
and expressiveness, seen both statistically and as reported
by interviewees, is emblematic of the fact that there were
other intercorrelations between the subscales for this
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sample as well. The factor analysis was thus important in
order to highlight more specifically what factors in family
environment relate to writing anxiety. Through this method,
the number of constructs under consideration was reduced to
three, which were named Family Solidarity, Tolerance of
Difference and Organization.
The factors from this analysis then were used as
independent variables in a step-wise multiple regression
equation, with writing anxiety as the dependent variable.
The three family factors were seen to have a significant and
modest relationship to writing apprehension (see Table 4 )
.
Specifically, they accounted for 7% of variance in the
writing apprehension scores, over and above that of Verbal
SAT scores, which accounted for 9%. Family Solidarity and
Tolerance of Difference are particularly useful in
pinpointing family influences in writing anxiety.
Family Solidarity, which included the subscales Active
Recreational Orientation, Intellectual/Cultural Orientation
and Cohesion accounted for 3% of variance. Family
Solidarity is achieved in part through participation in
recreational activities and through shared enjoyment of
cultural activities, as well as through a shared interest in
and emphasis on intellectual and/or academic concerns. This
sense of togetherness can be posited to be important in that
a sense of family unity, of a solid home base, can engender
the feelings of confidence and positive self-esteem crucial
72
to approaching writing tasks, especially as those tasks are
defined in a college environment as pre-supposing evaluation
and criticism. In addition, where there has been the
presence of an interest in ideas and experiences associated
with learning and enrichment, it might be expected that
writing assignments themselves might pose less of a threat.
But it can be seen from the evidence of the interview
participants, that shared interest in intellectual pursuits
can also segue into parents being over-involved in the
academic achievement of their children. The results in such
a case can be increased anxiety. This formulation seems to
hold true for the participant who seemed from her scores on
the FES to fit the group who would score low for writing
anxiety, but whose scores on the Writing Apprehension Test
indicated high anxiety. The intellectual-cultural
orientation was high in her family, usually a part of the
profile for low writing anxiety. However, details from the
interview revealed that her mother's encouragement of
reading was also accompanied by a high degree of exerting
control over that process, rather than the participant being
both encouraged and allowed to discover and develop her own
interests in this area. (As discussed earlier, this
participant's mother chose the books which were to be read
by her daughter, and dictated the number of pages to be read
daily. She then questioned the participant on the contents
of the reading.) Thus, the positive value which might be
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expected to accrue from interest in academic pursuits, was
negated by parental control of the process and the
accompanying denial of differentiation in this area.
This same double-edged guality applies to our
discussion of cohesion, an important element in family
solidarity. As we have seen, it is a concept which
underlies a particularly complicated set of dynamics in a
family system. For instance, an argument could be made that
an overemphasis on family unity might have the effect of
inhibiting individual expression and achievement, especially
if that achievement seems not to be in line with what is,
implicitly or explicitly, agreed upon as important. There
was evidence for this in the fact that all four participants
reported a high degree of cohesiveness in their families.
In the case of one of the students who was in the extreme
group for high writing anxiety, however, her loyalty to
family expectations was so acute that she held back from
developing her own interest (psychology) because, "I didn't
know whether they thought psychology was a respectful
thing." In response to this confusion, writing became
problematic because she began to feel inadequate to writing
tasks and to procrastinate. In part, she also was not
interested in the writing tasks, because she was in a field
for which she had no internal motivation to achieve.
Thus, the term cohesion seems to carry with it the
potential for its own "underside", which is enmeshment, or
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cohesion at the expense of differentiation. Given the
right conditions, that is the combination of a secure family
base and the encouraging allowance for individuation, an
environment in which cohesion is a strong value would seem
to foster a comfort with written expression, with
discovering and expressing one's own ideas and interests.
But it is in analyzing the more detailed and complex
elements of the family stories that it becomes clear that
cohesion may work both as a positive condition for fostering
ease of expression, and as a negative one. To tease this
apart, and to more precisely define the place of "family
solidarity" in writing anxiety, an instrument is needeed
which would measure more of the subtleties and nuances of
this dimension.
The second factor. Tolerance of Difference, gets closer
to the issue of what combination of factors fosters
differentiation, and details of the interviews have shed
light on the relevance of this to the relative presence or
absence of writing anxiety. This factor includes the
subscales Control, Independence and Expressiveness, and
accounts for 3% of the variance in writing anxiety. In the
sample for this study. Control and Independence are
inversely correlated (r = -.22), as are Control and
Expressiveness (r = -21) . Most interesting for purposes of
this study is that Cohesion and Control are also inversely
correlated at a more meaningful level (r = -.53).
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The interviewees who tested in the extreme group for
low anxiety had in common that they felt a great deal of
independence to follow their own interests and to lead lives
which might diverge from the expectations and habits and
attitudes of their parents. This was particularly true in
the case of the student who labelled herself a "women's
libber" in the face of her parents' conservative attitudes.
She herself unwittingly teased apart the delicate
relationship between cohesion and tolerance of difference in
her response to the question, "To what extent were decisions
made according to individual needs/desires or according to
what was best for the family as a whole?" She said, "They
really value family, but they also value us each as
individual people." Similarly, the other student who tested
in the extreme low group for writing anxiety said, "I'm not
doing well in college because they wanted me to, but because
I'm interested."
In these instances it seems that there exists a climate
in which the adolescent feels a secure family base, but at
the same time feels enabled to pursue autonomous interests
and beliefs, whether or not these diverge from parental
norms and expectations. While parental values may be very
much in evidence, as in the case of the student who reported
that she was constantly getting into arguments with her
parents concerning their differing political philosophies,
the parents do not attempt to control this adolescent's
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behavior, nor push her to conform to their own world view.
Ideas and beliefs are freely expressed by all family
members. The relevance of this to writing anxiety is that
an optimum condition is created for a student's confidence
in her ability to think for herself, to hold opinions, to
make herself heard. In short, these conditions help the
adolescent to develop a voice, and most importantly, they
foster the conviction in the adolescent that she has a right
to that voice. This feeling of entitlement is crucial to
the way in which a student approaches the task of writing.
The allowance for independence within a family, the
concomitant fostering of expressiveness and the
relinquishment of control which might be hypothesized to
create optimum conditions for differentiation, seem then as
well to be associated with low writing anxiety.
Family Solidarity and Tolerance of Difference accounted
for 6% of variance in writing anxiety, Organization
accounted for 1%. Verbal SAT accounted for 9%. Verbal SAT
represents the role of skill level in accounting for
variance in writing anxiety. The finding of a significant
correlation between skill level and writing apprehension in
this study is consistent with other research (Faigley, Daly
and Witte, 1981) . The relationship between verbal skill
levels and writing anxiety also has been measured through
use of the Missouri College English Test and been found to
be significant (Reed, Vandett and Burton, 1983).
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The importance of skill level and preparedness in
students' attitudes toward writing cannot be disputed. But
one's ability to write and to handle college writing
assignments certainly is not the only measure of
predisposition to apprehension about writing. By matching
SAT scores in this study, we have seen that students of
comparable skill can hold quite different perceptions of
themselves regarding their ability to write and can have
varied levels of anxiety about writing. A high degree of
skill is no guarantee against writing anxiety, nor does a
lower level of skill necessarily mean that a student will be
anxious about writing.
The guiding principle of this study has been that
relative skill levels and preparedness can be correlated to
writing anxiety. However, in this study we have seen too
that factors beyond skill must be considered in assessing
causes of writing apprehension in college students. A
college student's level of writing anxiety has been seen to
be influenced through factors in family environment.
Implications for Practice
The finding that there are family factors associated
with writing anxiety leads to a larger conclusion. That is,
causes of writing anxiety can be seen to lie not only in the
individual; contexts within which the individual functions
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also must be examined. Further, this conclusion pre-
supposes that we must look to psychological etiology in
finding causes of writing anxiety. in considering how
practically to approach remediation of writing apprehension
then, we need to consider the psychological factors which
might be impeding the student's sense of freedom to express
herself. That these psychological factors may have their
genesis in family environment should enhance our
understanding and inform possible directions for treatment
or intervention.
Students whose progress in college is being impeded by
writing anxiety can be identified in different ways. In
some cases, the problem shows up in classes, in which papers
continually are late or not handed in at all. In some
cases, the student may tell an advisor that she is having
problems completing work. Some students self-refer to
counseling centers. Unfortunately, in many instances the
problem takes on more insidious proportions, because the
student becomes enmeshed in a vicious cycle of anxiety,
procrastination, failure and eroded self-esteem. A part of
this cycle is often denial, or an assertion of "I can't
write." That assertion often is reinforced by the feedback
from teachers and school authorities. The failure which may
have in fact come from a paralysis based on psychological
factors, or which might have had its genesis in family
systems issues or socio-cultural contexts, is treated as an
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inability to do the work, or as laziness and lack of
motivation. in that way, the student's negative perception
of herself and her potential to achieve is confirmed.
In practice then, teachers and advisors should be
trained to consider that the cause of a student chronically
procrastinating about writing and/or not completing written
assignments might in fact be psychological, and that
multiple factors need to be considered in diagnosing cause.
These factors include the contexts in which the student has
and is operating, namely family and school. Referral
networks should be established so that teachers might flag
students who are not completing work. Certainly in some
instances the appropriate referral would be to a writing
center, or some academic support service which functions to
enhance students' writing, reading and analytical skills.
In some instances, however, the appropriate referral would
be to a counseling center.
In the light of these findings, academic support
services which counsel students on writing and study
problems, and which exist to help in the remediation of
these problems should also be examined. The conclusion that
writing anxiety is at least in part a function of
psychological and contextual exigencies, is not meant to
undermine the real toll which underpreparedness and skill
factors take on the student. By attempting to isolate one
set of factors, we should not lose sight of the fact that
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there is in many cases an interaction effect; that is, that
underpreparedness may at first spark the anxiety. Daly and
Miller (1975b), Selfe (1981) and Larson (1985) have all
shown this interaction effect. Writing center and other
academic support service personnel should be trained to
respond to the potential for this interaction effect. If
only the student's skill needs are addressed, the student
very likely may simply avoid visiting the writing center.
By the same token, if only the etiology of the anxiety is
addressed through the student's work with a counselor, the
student may enhance her understanding of what is causing her
anxiety, but still avoid the work. Services for students
should then reflect the interaction of skill and
psychological factors by addressing both counseling and
skill remediation.
In the counselor's work with the student, family
context should be considered. In instances where it is
possible, the ideal would be to conduct sessions with the
student and her family. Groups for students who suffer from
writing anxiety have been tried and found to be successful
(Bloom, 1979) . Groups which extended their discussion to
psychological factors and encompassed exploration of family
influences on the students' attitudes toward writing might
be helpful.
That there are family factors associated with writing
anxiety leaves open the question of other contexts as well.
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Belenkey, et al. (1986), have shown the importance of
teaching styles to women students' willingness to express
their opinions in classes and to the actualization of their
potential to develop analytical and critical styles of
thinking. Faigley, Daly and Witte (1981) have shown that
some writing assignments evoke more anxiety in high
apprehensives than other writing assignments. In other
words, the teaching style or approach that is optimum for
one student may not be so for another. In their study, the
assignment which was designed to elicit narrative and
descriptive writing and drew heavily on the writer's
personal experience, elicited more anxiety than the
assignment which was designed to be analytical and asked for
objective argument. Similarly one of the participants in
the present study reported that she felt less anxiety when
she did not have "to be creative" or put forth her opinions.
These findings, however, cannot stand for an ultimate
conclusion that descriptive, personal writing assignments
are more anxiety provoking than expository ones. Rather,
the conclusion is that anxiety is at least in part tied to
the context of assignment and expectation. Therefore, in
considering how best to help students with writing anxiety,
teachers and curriculum-planners need to be mindful of
employing multiple approaches.
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Implications for Further Research
The relationship between individuation and writing
apprehension needs to be more specifically researched. The
physical separation from family that often accompanies
college highlights the task of differentiation that is one
of the main developmental tasks of adolescence. Even when
physical distance from parents is not an accompaniment to
college, the student's emergence into the greater
responsibility and self-reliance that college requires also
accentuates the requirements of differentiation.
Writing may be seen at least in part as an expression
of autonomy, because it requires that the student find and
express her own ideas and opinions. Writing is an assertion
of self. In instances in which this assertion has been
allowed and fostered in a family environment, in other words
in which individuality has been a value, it has been seen
that the students interviewed experienced less writing
anxiety
.
Future research might be directed toward measuring more
specifically this relationship. This would need to include
the development of an instrument which could target
individuation. The fact that individuation is a salient
variable in family systems research is supported by the
factor analysis conducted for this study, which found three
orthogonal factors in Moos' Family Environment Survey, two
83
Of Which were related to issues of allowance for
independence and difference. In addition, evidence from the
interviews supported the hypothesis that these were
important variables to consider in postulating causes of
writing anxiety. What is needed is an instrument
constructed to be more sensitive to these issues.
Regarding writing anxiety as having psychological,
cognitive and social causes means that studies should be
conducted which test different approaches to its treatment.
Groups for students who suffer from writing anxiety have
been tried and found to be successful (Bloom, 1979) . Based
on the findings of this study, groups which extended their
discussion to psychological factors and encompassed
exploration of family influences on the students' attitudes
toward writing might be helpful. Research which attempted
to develop, run and study the effects of such a group would
further our understanding of how best to help students
accomplish the leap from insight to increased confidence in
this area. In addition, the efficacy of combining
individual counseling with remediation should be researched.
Limitations of this Study and Conclusion
The percentage of variance accounted for by the factors
labelled Family Solidarity and Tolerance of Difference was
small. This could be attributable in part to the related
84
limitation of whether or not the FES was sufficiently
sensitive to the measurement of these issues. Nevertheless,
this modest amount of variance also leaves open the question
of other causes of writing anxiety. Future research should
both further test the findings of this study and continue to
study cause in other contextual factors, such as curricula,
teaching styles, and other aspects of college systems.
It was clear from this study that the interviews served
to elucidate more clearly the empirical findings. The
qualitative data illuminated material that would have been
obscured by empirical means only. In fact, while the
evidence from the four interviews followed a consistent
pattern, more interviews would have had the potential to
provide more compelling and nuanced evidence. The richness
of the stories which students told also calls into question
whether or not such subtle and sensitive areas as family
dynamics and functioning can be fairly measured by empirical
means. Certainly quantitative results should be supported
qualitatively. This study also suggests a justification for
investigating the further refinement of this family
instrument.
The present study has not attempted to show a 1:1
correspondence with a particular family factor and writing
anxiety. Rather, it has attempted to show that our
consideration of this serious problem which affects many
college students, which interferes not only with their
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academic progress but with their psychological adjustment t
college, should be considered not only as a function of
skill and preparedness, nor as only an interaction of
cognitive plus psychological factors. It is also a problem
influenced by contexts and systems within which the student
operates and has operated. Certainly family environment is
one of these important contexts.
APPENDIX
INTERVIEW INSTRUMENTS
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WRITTEN CONSENT FORM
STUDENT PARTICIPANT
I agree to participate in a study about writing anxiety
and family environment conducted by Deborah Berkman, adoctoral candidate in the School of Education at the
University of Massachusetts in Amherst. I understand that the
objective of the study is to proivde information about the
causes of writing anxiety.
I understand that the information generated from my
participation in this study will be used primarily for
doctoral research but may also be used in presentation for
graduate school classes, professional conferences, and
written publications. Confidentiality will be maintained.
In all written materials and oral presentations, pseudonyms
will be substituted for the names of persons. This study
will give students the opportunity to learn their relative
comfort level with writing and writing assignments, and to
understand some of the possible causes and correlates of
writing anxiety. In addition, students who wish to follow-up
on the results of the study will be provided with information
about various services which offer help with writing and
writing anxiety. A disadvantage of participation in this
type of study is that individuals will not be acknowledged by
name for their contributions.
I will participate in one 40-60 minute session during
which I will complete three instruments: 1) Writing Anxiety
Scale, 2) Family Environment Scale, and 3) Writing Anxiety
Questionnaire. In addition, I understand that I may be asked
to participate in a follow-up 90 minute interview. I can
decline to participate in the interview part of the study if
I so choose. The interview will be audiotaped and a
transcript will be made. I understand that this transcript
will be mailed to me to make any corrections or changes in
the written document. I understand that I will be asked my
SAT scores on the questionnaire. I understand that I am free
to withdraw my consent and discontinue participation in this
project at any time.
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^
/ have read this
statement carefully and thoroughly and agree to participate
as a subject under all the conditions stated above.
Signature of Participant
Date
Signature of Investigator
ADDRESS OF PARTICIPANT
School Address:
Home Address:
TELEPHONE:
School No.
Home No.
(area code)
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Name
Directxons: Below are a series of statements about writing.There are no right or wrong answers to these statements.
Please indicate the degree to which each statement applies toyou by marking (ON YOUR ANSWER SHEET) whether you
strongly agree, (2) agree , (3) are uncertain .
(4) disagree, or (5) strongly disagree with the statement.
While some of these statements may seem repititious, take
your time and try to be as honest as possible. Thank you for
your cooperation in this matter.
SA A UN D SD
1. I avoid writing. 1 2 3 4 5
2. I have no fear of my writing being
evaluated. 12 3 4 5
3. I am afraid of writing essays when
I know they will be evaluated. 1 2 3 4 5
4. I look forward to writing down
my ideas. 1 2 3 4 5
5. Taking a composition course is a
very frightening experience. 1 2 3 4 5
6. Handing in a composition makes
me feel good. 1 2 3 4 5
7. My mind seems to go blank when I
start to work on a composition. 1 2 3 4 5
8. Expressing ideas through writing
seems to be a waste of time. 1 2 3 4 5
9. I would enjoy submitting my writing
to magazines for evaluation and
publication . 12 3 4 5
10. I like to write my ideas down. 1 2 3 4 5
11. I feel confident in my ability
to clearly express my ideas in
writing. 12 3 4 5
12. I like to have my friends read what
I have written. 1 2 3 4 5
13. I'm nervous about writing. 12 3 4 5
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Please indicate the degree to which each statement applies toyou by marking (ON YOUR ANSWER SHEET) whether you
(1) strongly agree, (2) agree . (3) are uncertain .
(4) disagree
,
or (5) strongly disagree with the statement.
14.
15.
16.
17 .
18 .
19.
20.
21.
22 .
23 .
24 .
25.
SA
1People seem to enjoy what I write.
I enjoy writing.
I never seem to be able to clearly
write down my ideas.
Writing is a lot of fun.
I expect to do poorly in composition
classes even before I enter them. 1
I like seeing my thoughts on paper. 1
Discussing my writing with others is
an enjoyable experience. 1
I have a terrible time organizing my
ideas in a composition course. 1
When I hand in a composition, I
know I'm going to do poorly. 1
A UN
2 3
It's easy for me to write good
compositions
.
I don't think I write as well as
most other people.
I don't like my compositions to be
evaluated
.
D SD
4 5
4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
26. I'm no good at writing.
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
STRUCTURE OF INTERVIEW
- SPECIFIC EXAMPLE
- HOW WAS THIS EXAMPLE THE SAME OR DIFFERENT THAN THE
GENERAL CASE?
- DID THIS APPLY TO YOU IN YOUR FAMILY?
- HOW WAS IT DIFFERENT FOR YOU THAN FOR OTHER SIBLINGS?
PERSONAL GROWTH DIMENSION
ACTIVE RECREATIONAL ORIENTATION
INTELLECTUAL CULTURAL ORIENTATION
COHESION
!• Demographics
Age Yr. in school
Occupation of parents: mother father
How many children in family?
Where are you in the birth order in your family?
Parents divorced?
If so, which parent do you live with? Have you
always lived with this parent?
Have others in your family gone to college?
mother
father
siblings
2. What was your family's attitude about the family as a
unit? In other words, were concepts such as "loyalty to the
family" important?
Can you give me an example of this concept in your family?
In other words, can you give me an example of a time or
situation in which "loyalty" was acted upon.
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Did you feel the same way about "loyalty"? If not, give an
example of a time in which your ideas about it may have beendifferent than your family's.
3. What sorts of activities/pastimes were valued for
individuals in the family?
Did you like to do these same things?
What other sorts of things were you interested in?
What was the attitude toward not participating in family
activities?
Was this the same for you as for your other siblings?
What sorts of activities were least valued? Why?
4. To what extent did you do things together as a family?
In other words, do you have specific memories of attending
sporting events, movies, plays, museums together? What other
things did you do together?
Did you enjoy these times together?
How did your responses to these events compare to your
siblings responses?
5. What was your parents' attitude toward your achieving in
school?
Was this attitude different for any of your other siblings?
What do you attribute this difference to?
How were your successes and failures in school treated in
your family?
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Did this treatment differ for you and your siblings?
What do you think accounted for this difference?
7. Can you remember a specific family crisis in which you
were a central figure? Describe the crisis.
In what ways was the family's handling of this crisis the
same or different than other family crises in which you were
not the central figure?
SYSTEM MAINTENANCE DIMENSION
CONTROL
INDEPENDENCE
EXPRESSIVENESS
1. Describe decision-making processes in your family?
Can you give me a concrete example of a decision that was
made affecting your family?
To what extent were decisions made according to individual
needs/desires or according to what was best for the family as
a whole?
To what extent did you feel your needs were met in this
process?
2. What were the attitudes toward non-conformity with family
norms/expectations in your family?
Can you give me an example of a time that someone did not
conform?
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Were the consequences for non-conformity the same for all
members?
3. What were the avenues for expressing opinions in your
family?
Can you give me an example of your expressing a strong
opinion in your family?
Were the avenues the same for all members?
ORGANIZATION DIMENSION
1. How would you characterize "roles" in your family? For
instance, go through you, your siblings, your parents and
tell me what role you see each playing.
Did these roles have a tendency to change/evolve with
changing circumstances?
Can you give me an example of roles changing?
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